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During a hastily arranged Oct. 3 press conference, President Ramiro De Leon announced his
decision to grant a pardon to Nicolas Gutierrez, commuting the death sentence faced by the former
army Sergeant. "This was one of the most difficult decisions I've had to make in my life," the
President declared. He added that it wasn't until Sunday morning, after taking communion, that
"God and my conscience dictated what I should do." Under Guatemalan law, Gutierrez will now
automatically be subject to the next highest sentence, 30 years in prison. In April 1992, Gutierrez and
Eliseo Suchite, stationed at the same Guatemala City military base, were convicted and sentenced
to death for their role in the Ciudad Peronia killing of four campesinos in January of that year (see
Central America Update 04/17/92). The two subsequently escaped from the military base where
they were being detained. Gutierrez was soon recaptured, but Suchite remains at large. In the
wake of his client's conviction, Gutierrez's attorney had filed a series of appeals seeking to overturn
the death sentence. All of the appeals were rejected. The final line of appeal before Gutierrez was
to go before the firing squad consisted of requesting a presidential pardon. De Leon said he was
prepared to face any criticism of his decision to grant the pardon, reminding critics that the Ciudad
Peronia massacre "cannot be divorced from the generalized violence" which has affected Guatemala
for the past 30 years. In the weeks leading up to the President's decision, a number of prominent
politicians and jurists had publicly advocated following through with the death sentence against
Gutierrez as part of broad efforts to confront both common and political violence. In addition to
congressional deputies and judges, members of De Leon's government had also advocated rejection
of the pardon appeal. Vice President Arturo Herbruger, for example, had publicly warned that
"pardoning [Gutierrez] would set a bad precedent." On the other hand, the Catholic church and
human rights groups, as well as popular organizations and the union movement, had all urged De
Leon to commute the sentence. Meanwhile, De Leon has announced plans to introduce legislation
in Congress which would modify the legal recourse to a pardon in the case of the death penalty,
placing authority for reviewing requests for such pardons in the hands of the Supreme Court,
instead of the presidency. (Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service
EFE, Agence France-Presse, 10/03/93)
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